In the June 2020 updates of their economic reviews, both the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund made massive changes to their earlier forecasts. Of course, the Black Swan event -- the very rare but high-impact development that had not been foreseen -- was the outbreak of infections by the *Covid-19* virus, which rapidly spread across the world with devastating consequences. The first *Covid*-associated death was reported by Chinese State media as occurring in Wuhan on 11 January. By 21 January, confirmed cases of *Covid-19* infections had been reported in Japan, South Korea, Thailand and the US. On 2 February, the first *Covid*-associated death outside of China was reported in the Philippines. On 14 February, the first *Covid*-associated death in Europe was reported to have occurred in a Paris hospital. On 29 February, the first US death occurred in Seattle. On 11 March, the World Health Organisation officially declared the situation as a pandemic.

In order to try to inhibit the rapid spread of the virus by limiting their citizens' movement and social interaction, Governments imposed Lockdowns with varying degrees of severity, ordering the closure of shops, offices, factories, mines, hotels, public meeting-places and public transport. Generally speaking, the earlier the start of the Lockdown in a country, the tighter the restrictions and the more rigorously the rules were observed by the general populace, the more successful the country has been. Incompetent political leadership, overstretched hospitals and nursing-homes, inadequate test-and-trace resources, widespread public recalcitrance, poor hygiene standards and sheer bad luck have been key factors in lowering a country\'s chances of success in "containing" the virus. And there have been enormous variations.During the first six months of 2020, five countries -- Belgium, the UK, Spain, Italy and Sweden -- recorded more than 500 *Covid*-related deaths per million population. For France, the US, Eire, the Netherlands, Chile and Peru, the figure was over 300. At the other end of the scale, the figure was less than 10 per million for Sri Lanka, Thailand, China, Australia, Malaysia and Japan. It was less than 40 for India, Greece, Ukraine, Argentina, the Czech Republic and Poland. The variations within countries have also been enormous. For instance, the number of *Covid*-related deaths occurring in the first six months of 2020 were in the 1100-1700 range for New Jersey, New York, Connecticut and Massachusetts, but below 20 for Montana, Oregon, Texas, North Carolina and California. The threat of a resurgence of *Covid-19* infections is bound to intensify as Lockdown restrictions are eased and there may be a second wave of the pandemic requiring the re-imposition of regional or nationwide restrictions. Indeed, infection resurgence and the re-tightening of Lockdown measures has already occurred in Leicester (England), Gütersloh (Germany), Melbourne (Australia) and Los Angeles (US).

But Lockdowns have had a massive adverse impact on economic activity. On the supply side, industrial output has nosedived, supply-chains and freight movements have been disrupted, unit fixed costs have soared and productivity has fallen. On the demand side, consumer spending has dropped, because of individual fears of contagion and unemployment, while depressed business sentiment has led to cutbacks in capital investment and purchasing.

In its 'Global Economic Prospects' Report, published on 8 January 2020, the World Bank had been forecasting global growth in gross domestic product (GDP) at 2.5% for full-year 2020, which was only slightly higher than the 2.4% recorded for 2019 and significantly lower than the 3.0% recorded for 2018 and the 3.3% recorded for 2017. In the next version of the 'Global Economics Report', published on 8 June, the World Bank forecast global GDP decline at 5.2%, to be followed by a partial bounce-back of 4.2% in 2021.

The latest 'World Economic Outlook' from the IMF was published on 24 June, updating the versions of 14 April and 20 January. In its January report, the IMF had expected global GDP growth to improve by 40 base-points to 3.3% in 2020. In its April report, global GDP was forecast at minus 3.0% for full-year 2020. In June, another substantial revision took the forecast level of GDP decline down to 4.9%. The front page of the June 2020 IMF report was titled 'A crisis like no other; an uncertain recovery.' In fact, the bounce-back in global GDP was estimated by the IMF as 5.4%.

Reviewing economic performance, the IMF stated: "Lockdowns were at their most intense and widespread from about mid-March through to mid-May. As economies have gradually reopened, mobility has picked up in some areas, but generally remains low compared to pre-virus levels, with people voluntarily reducing exposure to one another." The IMF also highlighted the "catastrophic hit to the labour market", the 3.5% drop in international trade (comparing 1Q 2020 against 1Q 2019) and downward price pressures, resulting from the decline in aggregate demand and the effect of lower fuel costs.

In order to mitigate the risks of high unemployment, corporate bankruptcies and a lack of consumer and business confidence, many Governments have announced economic stimulus packages. In the US, Congress passed the Coronavirus Aid, Relief & Economic Security (CARES) Act, which was signed into law by President Trump on 27 March 2020. This is a \$2000 bn package of measures, which is much larger than the previously unprecedented \$831 bn stimulus package implemented in 2009 in response to the global financial crisis. Also, \$2000 bn represents almost 10% of US GDP for the year. On 27 May 2020, the European Commission presented a €750 bn economic stimulus plan to the European Parliament, together with a revised proposal for the 2021-2027 Budget, in order to "help mitigate the shock from *Covid-19* and to pave the way for a sustainable future." Also on 27 May, the Japanese Cabinet headed by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe approved the second half of an economic stimulus package totalling \$2180 bn. On 31 May 2020, President Xi Jinping announced a \$500 bn stimulus package for the Chinese economy. The sheer scale of these economic stimuli packages, coupled with quantitative easing by central banks, has lifted financial sentiment, enhancing liquidity provision and limiting a rise in borrowing costs.

There is still a great deal of uncertainty about the future course of evolution of the pandemic in each individual country and in the world as a whole. The IMF\'s June 2020 report stated: "All countries -- including those that have seemingly passed their infection peaks -- should ensure that their healthcare systems are adequately resourced. The international community must vastly step up its support of national initiatives, including through financial assistance to countries with limited healthcare capacity and the channelling of funding for vaccine production as trials advance, so that adequate, affordable doses are made quickly available to all countries. Where Lockdowns are required, economic policy should continue to cushion income losses with sizeable well-targetted measures, as well as provide support to firms suffering the consequences of mandated restrictions on activity. Where economies are reopening, targetted support should be gradually unwound as the economic recovery gets underway and policies should provide stimulus to lift demand and ease and incentivise the reallocation of resources away from sectors likely to emerge persistently smaller after the pandemic."

Pigments are used in a wide variety of industries -- paint, plastics, rubber, paper, ceramics, construction materials, inks, cosmetics, food and in the manufacture of many different consumer and industrial products. The pigments sector is not going to be one of those sectors emerging from this crisis in a persistently smaller state. In the short-term, pigment consumption is going to fall markedly, but long-term growth seems assured. Against a background of uncertainty as to the timing and extent of the downturn and subsequent recovery, most chemical companies have withdrawn their earnings guidance for full-year 2020. Nevertheless, executives in many pigment companies have been keen to emphasise their company\'s resilience and, especially in the case of TiO~2~ companies, their optimism about future prospects. They always look on the bright side!

Speaking on 6 May 2020, Mr Matthias Zachert (Chairman of Lanxess -- the world\'s largest producer of iron oxide pigments) said: "We know that we have not yet reached the peak of the crisis. However, we feel well prepared, as we have a stable positioning and we have taken extensive measures for crisis management. The most important thing is that our employees are mostly healthy and our plants are running." In fact, Lanxess noted that its sales volumes of inorganic pigments had increased in 1Q 2020, compared against 1Q 2019.

Ferro Corp is the world\'s largest supplier of ultramarine, as well as being a leading supplier of mixed metal oxide pigments, bismuth vanadate and anti-corrosion pigments. Mr Patrick Thomas (CEO) commented on 12 May 2020: "There are going to be important structural changes in the world economy post-*Covid*. Sustainability and recycling are going to be very important. What we have established at Ferro aligns with the characteristics of a well-performing company. Ferro is in a very, very strong position, not only now but in the post-*Covid* future."

On 8 May 2020, Mr Jeff Quinn (CEO of Tronox, the world\'s second largest TiO~2~ pigment and zircon producer) said: "In this time of great uncertainty, one thing that is for certain is that the company we created by our merger with Cristal is far more resilient, with substantially more flexibility and strength than either one of the legacy companies would have been on their own. With our (Fuzhou) plant in China impacted early on, we were well-prepared as the pandemic spread across the globe and we were able to rapidly respond to the dynamic conditions. All our sites around the world are currently operating. Our operations have been designated as essential, given the applications of TiO~2~, zircon and other co-products in the continued manufacturing of critical products such as food and medical packaging, medical equipment, pharmaceuticals and personal protective gear. We believe we are differentiated in our market through our global network of assets and our vertically integrated business model, which positions us to respond quickly and as needed to changing market conditions as they develop. While the current environment presents an unanticipated and unprecedented challenge, I have confidence that we will persevere, not only surviving the present but thriving in the future."

Speaking on 5 May 2020, Mr Mark Vergnano (CEO of Chemours -- the world\'s largest TiO~2~ pigment supplier) said: "At the back end of this crisis, there is going to be some level of (Government-inspired) economic stimulus. The TiO~2~ industry has always in the past responded extremely well to stimulus. It is a GDP-driven industry and stimulus is designed to lift GDP, especially in the construction industry. So, when the stimulus kicks in, there will be an upswing in the TiO~2~ demand curve, which was already starting to move upwards just before the pandemic struck."World & Major Economies: Percentage Year-on-year Growth/Decline in GDP[\#](#tblfn0005){ref-type="table-fn"}% of World GDP2018201920202021Total World100+3.6+2.9−4.9+5.4Advanced EconomiesUnited States15+2.9+2.3−8.0+4.5Euro Area[\*](#tblfn0010){ref-type="table-fn"}14+1.9+1.3−10.2+6.0Japan4+0.3+0.7−5.8+2.4Korea, South2+2.7+2.0−1.2+3.4United Kingdom2+1.3+1.4−10.2+6.3Australia1+2.7+1.9−4.5+6.1Canada1+2.0+1.7−8.4+4.9 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